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Research into the cognitive effects of management accounting and control systems is largely 
oriented toward understanding how decision makers use accounting information to inform their 
judgement and decision making activity. However, the effect of these systems on decision making 
is not limited to the provision of information; instead, management accounting and control systems 
may influence decision makers’ underlying mental representations, which in turn form a critical 
input to judgement and decision making in an organisational context. As such, the objective of this 
thesis is to explore and then explain how the use of management control systems relates to the 
development of a type of mental representation: managers’ causal mental models. In order to 
answer this question, I undertake a qualitative embedded case study of a medium-sized residential 
aged care service provider in Australia, incorporating specific Cognitive Task Analysis (CTA) 
techniques to elicit the causal mental models of individual study participants. 
 
First, I draw on theory and concepts from cognitive psychology to develop the construct of causal 
mental models for application in an accounting context. I then develop a general theoretical model 
which identifies the conditions under which the use of management control systems is likely to 
lead to changes in the causal mental models of either senior and/or operational managers, and 
provides an explanation of the mediating relationship between management control systems and 
managerial judgement and decision making activity. This conceptual and methodological 
development allows for the direct observation of the content and composition of causal mental 
models, and the development and testing of more nuanced hypotheses relating the use of 
management accounting and control systems to judgement and decision making outcomes, and 
ultimately, to managerial and organisational performance. 
 
Second, I apply and extend the general theoretical model in order to develop an explanation of the 
underlying socio-cognitive dynamics of Simons’ (1987) concept of interactive control. 
Specifically, I explain why the interactive use of control systems would facilitate learning and 
contribute to improved managerial cognition and performance, and use the theoretical explanations 
that I generate to evaluate the conflicting conceptualisations of the interactive control construct 
present in the literature. I find that all five dimensions of interactive control identified by Bisbe, 
Batista-Foguet and Chenhall (2007) are required for interactive control to have the hypothesised 
effects on managerial learning and organisational performance, and provide support for their 
position that interactive control should be treated as a multidimensional, emergent construct. 
 
Third, I apply my general theoretical model to the phenomenon of budget participation, in order 
to develop a cognitive explanation of the effects of participation on managerial cognition and 
capacity for judgement and decision making. Application of the theoretical model to the 
phenomenon of budget participation generated a set of three specific explanations: first, it suggests 
an expanded definition of participation is necessary to completely capture the potential of 
budgeting for information sharing and coordination; second, it explains the theoretical value of 
conceptualising job-relevant information in terms of the components of managers’ causal mental 
models; and third, it explains both how and why budget participation can facilitate the transfer of 
causal knowledge and beliefs between levels of management.  
